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 Editor’s Note: More than four decades ago, 
the President of the United States estab-
lished the Commission on Law Enforcement 
and Administration of Justice to examine 
public safety in the United States. An over-
arching question guided its work: What 
should be the role of the Federal Government 
in fighting crime and enhancing public safety? 
That question remains as important today as 
it was then. The Commission’s answers form 
the history, character, and mission of today’s 
National Institute of Justice and its sister 
bureaus in the Office of Justice Programs.1 
On the 40th anniversary of the Commission’s 
seminal report, The Challenge of Cr�me �n 
a Free Soc�ety,2 the Journal asked two of 
the National Institute of Justice’s (NIJ) most 
senior researchers to commemorate the  
leadership and vision of the President’s  
Crime Commission and to celebrate the 
accomplishments of NIJ’s State and local 
criminal justice and research partners.

 The 1960’s were a tumultuous decade. 
The Un�ted States faced �ncreas�ng 
soc�al unrest at home, as �t fought a  

war overseas. Lyndon Johnson, who had 
r�sen to off�ce follow�ng the assass�nat�on  
of John F. Kennedy, was confronted w�th  
s�gn�f�cant challenges as he began h�s  
1964 pres�dent�al campa�gn. Johnson  
brought to h�s campa�gn—and ult�mately 
to h�s pres�dency—a v�s�on of Amer�ca that 
would help meet those challenges. Bel�ev�ng 
that the Nat�on could become a “Great 
Soc�ety,”� he outl�ned h�s comm�tment to 
f�ght poverty, �mprove educat�on, and end 
rac�al �nequal�ty. 

The Pres�dent’s amb�t�ous agenda env�s�oned 
that the Federal Government would address 
a broad spectrum of soc�al problems. For all 
�ts breadth, however, Johnson’s plan pa�d l�ttle 
attent�on to the �ssue of cr�me. H�s fa�lure to 
�nclude any new s�gn�f�cant Federal role �n 
f�ght�ng cr�me was not surpr�s�ng. Early �n the 
1964 campa�gn, Johnson had declared that 
cr�me was a local problem and that the 
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Federal Government d�d not have the 
power—nor should �t have—to deal w�th �t.

H�s opponent, Barry Goldwater, ra�sed  
the �ssue repeatedly dur�ng the campa�gn. 
Goldwater decr�ed the Nat�on’s cr�me  
problem and challenged what he character-
�zed as Johnson’s d�sregard for publ�c safety. 

Although Johnson was elected �n a land-
sl�de, h�s pos�t�on on the �ssue of cr�me 
would soon recogn�ze that cr�me really 
was a nat�onal problem, and the Federal 
Government needed to prov�de new  
leadersh�p to combat �t.

‘The Blueprints to Banish Crime’

As �nterest �n the debate grew, �t became 
clear that the Nat�on lacked even the most 
bas�c �nformat�on about cr�me and cr�me 
trends. It was nearly �mposs�ble to say just 
how bad cr�me really was because there 
were no rel�able, comparable data on cr�me 
across jur�sd�ct�ons.4 A lack of operat�onal 
data on the pol�ce, courts, and other just�ce 
agenc�es made �t �mposs�ble to measure 
what was be�ng done to f�ght cr�me. 

Soon after h�s �naugurat�on, Johnson 
acknowledged the need for a Federal 
response to cr�me and publ�c safety. In  
a March 1965 address to Congress—the 
f�rst by a pres�dent on the �ssue of cr�me—
Johnson called for leg�slat�on to create an 
Off�ce of Law Enforcement Ass�stance.5 
He also establ�shed the Pres�dent’s 
Comm�ss�on on Law Enforcement and 
Adm�n�strat�on of Just�ce, charg�ng the 
members to draw up “the bluepr�nts  
that we need . . . to ban�sh cr�me.”6

The task—breathtak�ng �n scope—reflected 
not only the “can do” att�tude of Johnson’s 
Great Soc�ety, but also a grow�ng conf�dence 
�n the ab�l�ty of sc�ence and technology to 
solve problems. The Nat�on was already 
�mprov�ng publ�c health, harness�ng atom�c 
energy, and putt�ng a man on the moon. 
Why not unleash that same creat�ve power 
to el�m�nate cr�me? 

W�th Attorney General N�cholas Katzenbach 
at the helm, the 19-member Comm�ss�on 

greeted the ass�gnment w�th enthus�asm 
and energy. It created task forces and  
comm�ttees around major cr�me �ssues, 
such as juven�le del�nquency, pol�c�ng, 
courts, correct�ons, organ�zed cr�me, and 
drugs. It collected data and analyzed stat�s-
t�cs on an unprecedented scale. It created 
the f�rst cr�me v�ct�m�zat�on survey, the  
f�rst compos�te p�cture of State correct�onal 
populat�ons, and the f�rst conceptual�zat�on—
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�n the form of a schemat�c d�agram—of 
the cr�m�nal just�ce system process. (See 
related story, “Al Blumste�n: 40 Years of 
Contr�but�ons to Cr�m�nal Just�ce,” p. 14.) 
Never before had anyone exam�ned pol�ce, 
prosecut�on, defense, the courts, and correc-
t�ons �n a s�ngle frame of reference.

Only 18 months after rece�v�ng Johnson’s 
mandate, the Comm�ss�on �ssued �ts report, 
The Challenge of Crime in a Free Society. 

The Past Informs the Future 

The Comm�ss�on was extraord�nar�ly  
presc�ent about technology. Its recommen-
dat�ons �ncluded separate rad�o bands for 
pol�ce commun�cat�on, automated f�ngerpr�nt 
systems, and �nvestments �n comput�ng 
and �nformat�on systems—th�s, at the very 
advent of the computer age. 

The overarch�ng need for research was also 
acknowledged: “The Comm�ss�on has found 
and d�scussed throughout th�s report many 
needs of law enforcement and the adm�n-
�strat�on of cr�m�nal just�ce. But what �t has 
found to be the greatest need �s the need  
to know.”7

One of the Comm�ss�on’s recommenda- 
t�ons was that Congress create a new  
off�ce �n the Just�ce Department devoted 
to ass�st�ng State and local law enforce-
ment departments. The Law Enforcement 
Ass�stance Adm�n�strat�on, and w�th�n �t 
the Nat�onal Inst�tute of Law Enforcement 
and Cr�m�nal Just�ce—known today as the 
Off�ce of Just�ce Programs and the Nat�onal 
Inst�tute of Just�ce, respect�vely—cont�nue  
to del�ver Federal support to what rema�ns  
a locally determ�ned and managed just�ce 
system. These agenc�es demonstrate the 
un�que Federal role �n f�ght�ng cr�me— 
not by usurp�ng the r�ghts or respons�b�l�t�es 
of local jur�sd�ct�ons, but by leverag�ng the 
power of the Federal Government to add 
value to the efforts of local cr�m�nal just�ce 
and law enforcement agenc�es across  
the Nat�on.

The Pres�dent’s Cr�me Comm�ss�on thrust 
“ord�nary street cr�me” �rrevers�bly �nto  
pol�cy d�scuss�ons and prov�ded the frame-
work for the Federal Government to take 
new respons�b�l�ty for f�ght�ng cr�me and 
enhanc�ng publ�c safety �n ne�ghborhoods 
and commun�t�es across the country. No  
one was under the �llus�on that cr�me 
could eas�ly be ban�shed. In fact, when 
Johnson accepted the Challenge of Crime 
report �n 1967, he caut�oned that the war 
on cr�me would take generat�ons to wage. 
Nevertheless, the Comm�ss�on, w�th �ts 
d�l�gent analys�s and fars�ghted recommen-
dat�ons, la�d the groundwork for a coherent 
nat�onal pol�cy to combat cr�me that has 
stood the test of t�me.

Happy 40th, Comm�ss�oners.

NCJ 218261

Notes

1. S�nce 1984, the Off�ce of Just�ce Programs 
(OJP) has prov�ded Federal leadersh�p �n  
develop�ng the Nat�on’s capac�ty to prevent 
and control cr�me, �mprove the cr�m�nal  
and juven�le just�ce systems, �ncrease  
knowledge about cr�me and related �ssues, 
and ass�st cr�me v�ct�ms. OJP’s bureaus and 
off�ces are the Nat�onal Inst�tute of Just�ce, 
the Off�ce of the Ass�stant Attorney General, 
the Bureau of Just�ce Ass�stance, the Bureau 
of Just�ce Stat�st�cs, the Commun�ty Capac�ty 
Development Off�ce, the Off�ce of Juven�le 
Just�ce and Del�nquency Prevent�on, and the 
Off�ce for V�ct�ms of Cr�me.

2.  The Challenge of Crime in a Free Society, 
wh�ch was accompan�ed by n�ne task force 
reports, was �08 pages long and conta�ned 
202 recommendat�ons to control cr�me and 
�mprove cr�m�nal just�ce �n Amer�ca. In add�-
t�on to chapters deal�ng w�th the major cr�me 
�ssues, the report d�scussed such �ssues as 
the role of sc�ence and technology, cr�me 
research, and the problem of drunkenness, 
and outl�ned a nat�onal strategy for act�on on 
�nd�v�dual, local, State, and Federal levels. The 
Pres�dent’s Comm�ss�on on Law Enforcement 
and Adm�n�strat�on of Just�ce, The Challenge 
of Crime in a Free Society, Wash�ngton, DC: 
Government Pr�nt�ng Off�ce, February 1967, 
ava�lable at www.ncjrs.gov/pdff�les1/n�j/42.pdf.

http://www.ncjrs.gov/pdffiles1/nij/42.pdf
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�.  Lyndon B. Johnson f�rst d�scussed h�s goals 
for the Great Soc�ety �n a speech at the 
Un�vers�ty of M�ch�gan �n Ann Arbor on May 
22, 1964 (Public Papers of the Presidents 
of the United States: Lyndon B. Johnson, 
1963–64, Volume I, entry �57, pp. 704–707, 
Wash�ngton, DC: Government Pr�nt�ng Off�ce, 
1965, ava�lable at www.lbjl�b.utexas.edu/john-
son/arch�ves.hom/speeches.hom/640522.asp). 
Once elected, he �n�t�ated a set of domest�c 
programs that focused on a var�ety of �ssues, 
�nclud�ng educat�on, health care, c�v�l r�ghts, 
and poverty.

4.  The Un�form Cr�me Reports, or UCR, had been 
collected s�nce 19�0, f�rst by the Internat�onal 
Assoc�at�on of the Ch�efs of Pol�ce, then later 
by the U.S. Department of Just�ce, through 
the Federal Bureau of Invest�gat�on. The UCR 

prov�ded the only nat�onal cr�me trend data at 
the t�me of the Cr�me Comm�ss�on. Even �nto 
the 1990’s, the UCR data conta�ned gaps �n 
jur�sd�ct�ons report�ng, m�ss�ng data, and l�kely 
errors �n report�ng.

5.  Th�s became the Law Enforcement Ass�stance 
Act, wh�ch led to the establ�shment of the Law 
Enforcement Ass�stance Adm�n�strat�on, the 
forerunner of the Off�ce of Just�ce Programs, 
the U.S. Department of Just�ce agency w�th�n 
wh�ch the Nat�onal Inst�tute of Just�ce res�des.

6.  Woolley, J., and G. Peters, The American 
Presidency Project, Santa Barbara, CA: 
Un�vers�ty of Cal�forn�a (hosted), Gerhard 
Peters (database), ava�lable at www. 
pres�dency.ucsb.edu/ws/?p�d=27242.

7.  The Challenge of Crime in a Free Society, 27�.

MAKING THE CASE WITH
TRACE EVIDENCE
NIJ and the FBI Laboratory Division invite all who 
investigate and solve crime—trace evidence examiners, 
prosecutors, defense attorneys, violent crime 
investigators—to the Trace Evidence Symposium. 
Participants will attend educational workshops, listen  
to plenary sessions and case presentations, and learn  
more about the field.

Trace evidence—a diverse forensic discipline—includes 
analysis of paint, glass, hair, fibers, particulate matter, 
botanicals, arson/fire debris, explosives, and impression 
evidence, among others.

Session topics will include: 
•  Technical workshops for experienced  

and new practitioners 
•  Evidence recognition and recovery 
•  Innovative technologies and novel  

approaches to trace analysis 
•  Legal issues, including weight and admissibility 
•  Education, standards, and accreditation 

For more information, visit www.ojp.usdoj. 
gov/nij/events/trace-evidence-symposium/ 

welcome.html. 
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